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VARIATIONS IN THE RECYCLING RATE 
 

MCPS elementary schools have achieved a median recycling rate of 28%. For middle schools and high 
schools, the comparable rates are 25% and 22% respectively. Wide variations in recycling rates exist within 
each school level.  Recycling rates for:  
 

• Elementary schools range from 19% to 61%; 
• Middle schools range from 20% to 38%; and 
• High schools range from 18% to 30%.   

 
Paper recycling is the dominant contributor to school recycling. Paper accounts for about three-quarters 
(measured by weight) of all school recycling. Elementary schools recycle 31 times more paper than 
commingled containers. Although high schools have a relatively low paper recycling rate, paper still dominates 
MCPS’ recycling, contributing nine times more weight than commingled containers. 
 
SCHOOL CHARATERISTICS AND RECYCLING 
 

An inverse relationship exists between MCPS recycling rates and school size (measured by enrollment and 
building size). In other words, smaller schools tend to have higher recycling rates while larger schools tend to 
have lower rates. This pattern is evident at all school levels, i.e., elementary, middle, and high school. 
 
MCPS recycling data indicate no apparent relationship between recycling performance and various other 
quantifiable school characteristics, including: building age; the number of portable classrooms; the percent of 
students eligible for free and reduced meals; the percent of students with limited English proficiency; and the 
student mobility rate. Further, OLO also found no apparent relationship between the location of the school in 
the County and recycling performance. 
 
SUCCESSFUL SCHOOL RECYCLING PRACTICES  
 

In observing the recycling programs in MCPS schools, OLO identified the following practices in schools that 
demonstrate higher recycling rates: 
 

1. High level of student involvement in support of the recycling program; 
2. Collaboration in recycling activities among administrators, faculty, and building service workers; 
3. Visible recycling promotion efforts; 
4. Presence of recycling containers in high activity areas; 
5. Contamination prevention (concerted efforts to prevent mixing recyclables and trash); 
6. Co-location of trash bins and recycling bins; 
7. Clearly marked and well-labeled recycling containers; 
8. Frequent emptying of recycling and trash containers to prevent over-filling; and 
9. Awareness of past recycling performance. 

 
Each of the practices listed above occurred because a motivated person within the school went out of his/her 
way to assure that it happened.  The most significant factor in the success of a school recycling program is 
the presence of an outspoken recycling “champion.” The champion is a faculty member, building service 
worker, student, administrator, or parent who: 
 

• Serves as the “go to” person for recycling issues and questions; 
• Finds new and effective ways to promote recycling;  
• Notices and corrects problems with the recycling infrastructure, e.g., mislabeled, misplaced, or 

contaminated recycling bins; and  
• Arranges for the frequent collection of recycling and trash.   

 
OLO observed that these champions bring enthusiasm and dedication to the recycling program and influence 
the school’s culture in favor of recycling.
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Issue  #3: Calculation of potential savings associated with increased recycling.  
 
An increase in an organization’s recycling rate means a reduction in the amount of trash 
that needs to be collected.  OLO recommends that the Council ask MCPS to report back 
by November 1, 2008 with estimates on the potential savings from a reduction in trash 
generation across all schools.  Specific variables for MCPS to consider include: 
 

• The reduction in trash collection workload and associated savings in MCPS fuel 
and vehicle maintenance costs; 

• The reduction in trash disposal (tip fee) payments would decline; and   

• Under a new recycling collection contract, MCPS possibly could receive a portion 
of the revenues realized from the sale of paper and commingled containers 
collected from schools.   

 
















































































